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BYZANTINE ART
the church of St. Sophia in Constantinople is the master-
piece of Byzantine art, and it is at the same time one of those
monuments where some of the most characteristic features
of that art appear most clearly. Thus if one would understand
the nature of the Christian art of the East and in what its
originality consisted, one must go first of all to this essential
building—to this 'Great Church' as it was called throughout
the East during the Middle Ages.
When, in 532, the Emperor Justinian decided to rebuild
the church which Constantine had formerly erected and
dedicated to the Holy Wisdom—for this is the meaning of
St. Sophia—he was determined that the new sanctuary
should surpass all others in splendour. In the words of a
Byzantine chronicler, it was *a church, the like of which has
never been seen since Adam, nor ever will be\ A circular
was issued to all the provincial governors, instructing them
to send to Constantinople the richest spoils in ancient monu-
ments and the most beautiful marbles from the most famous
quarries in the Empire. To add to the magnificence of the
building and dazzle the eye of the beholder by a display of
unrivalled wealth Justinian determined to make a lavish use
of costly materials, gold, silver, ivory, and precious stones.
A taste for the sumptuous in all its forms—a passion for
splendour—is indeed one of the foremost characteristics of
Byzantine art.
For the execution of his design and the realization of his
dream the Emperor was fortunate enough to discover two
architects of genius, Anthemius of Tralles and Isidore of
Miletus, both of whom, it must be borne in mind, came from
Asia. Contemporary writers are unanimous in praise of their
knowledge, skill, daring, and inventive power; and, since
Justinian grudged neither money nor labour, the work pro-
gressed at an amazing speed* In less than five years St.
Sophia was completed, and on 27 December 537 it was
solemnly consecrated by the Emperor.

